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It is crucial the state makes social enterprise and the empowerment of local communities the
cornerstone of all attempts to address long-term unemployment, writes Gerard Doyle

PUTTING PEOPLE FIRST

W

ITH unemployment
hitting levels
not seen since
the 1980s,
people are looking for solutions.
An answer to this problem may
be staring us in the face.
Social enterprises are democratically-run businesses that, in contrast to
private businesses, are concerned
with meeting social objectives.
These include providing badlyneeded services such as community
cafes, creches, training services
and launderettes in disadvantaged
communities.
For example, Northside Community Enterprises, located on Cork city’s
northside, provides a range of
affordable services to the local
community, including a creche,
cafe, laundry, a clothes alteration service and home improvement for the
elderly.
In providing these services, social
enterprises create jobs for individuals
who are long-term unemployed.
Thus, Northside Community Enterprises provides employment for 300
individuals in an area where
unemployment is far higher than the
national average.
In addition, it gives employment
and training to long-term unemployed
individuals and people who would
find it difficult to hold down a job
in the private sector. The supervisors
spend a lot of time assisting new
workers to acquire new skills and to
deal with difficulties associated with
being out of work for a long time.
As a result, over the past 17 years,
Northside Community Enterprises
has enabled many people to get new
skills and confidence to progress onto
full-time education, secure sustainable
employment and become community
leaders within their own neighbourhoods.
The Quay Co-op based in
Cork’s city centre is another social
enterprise that offers top-quality food
at reasonable prices and at the same
time provides good employment
conditions for its staff.
However, there are not as many
social enterprises in Ireland as in
other European countries, and here
they usually employ small numbers
of people.
For instance, in Scotland it is
estimated that 40,000 jobs have
been created in the Strathclyde area
by social enterprises which generate
£1 billion annually. If social enterprises in Ireland received more government support, there could be many
more social enterprises similar to
Northside Community Enterprise and
the Quay Co-op across the country.
But provision of employment is only part of the story. In some areas of
Britain, social enterprises are leading
the sustainable regeneration of urban
disadvantaged communities.
One case in point is Coin Street
Community Builders, a social
enterprise in the South Bank area
of London. It has acquired finance

Vulnerable children in
the care of the state
have been sacrificed
on the altar of
bureaucratic
expediency,
writes Alan
Shatter
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Social enterprises provide badly-needed services such as community cafes, training services and schemes concerned with home improvement for the elderly in
disadvantaged communities. In providing these services, social enterprises create jobs for individuals who are long-term unemployed.
Picture: Darragh Kane
and property and is providing social
and affordable housing, leisure and
recreational amenities, as well as
employment opportunities.
The property and other assets are
community-owned and the income
generated from them is used to develop and support community services
and facilities. Achieving this was not
easy. Coin Street Community Builders
campaigned hard for community-led
regeneration because the prevailing
policy favoured a private developer-led approach.
Ireland could learn a lot, as the
prevailing public private partnership
policy has not been a good experience
for many urban communities.
For instance, communities in
Limerick and Dublin such as St
Michael’s Estate have been waiting
many years to get new local authority
housing, community buildings and
services which provide families with
a good environment to live in.
While some social enterprises are
having an impact on the regeneration

Social enterprises are democraticallyrun businesses that, in contrast to
private businesses, are concerned
with meeting social objectives
of urban disadvantaged communities
(such as the Limerick Enterprise
Development Partnership), my own
recent research indicates their impact
could be greater if the following
conditions were in place:
■ Central government formulating a
long-term social enterprise plan to
assist social enterprises to flourish.
■ A grant finance fund, providing
finance to allow social enterprises
to grow.

■ State agencies and local authorities
— as is the case in Italy — ring-fencing a proportion of public contracts
for social enterprises.
■ State agencies considering
social enterprises as important
stakeholders in the regeneration
of disadvantaged communities.
■ Enterprise support agencies
enabling social enterprises to
access the same supports as private
businesses.

If a more benign climate were
created for social enterprises,
this would lead to a reduction in
long-term unemployment, the provision of more responsive community
services and would contribute to
sustainable community regeneration.
This would give the state value
for money that could not be matched
by the private sector.
It is therefore critical that the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Innovation, Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs and
the Department of Social Protection
should place social enterprise at the
cornerstone of all policies to address
long-term unemployment and thus
ensure that local communities acquire
jobs, access responsive services, and
secure an improved quality of life.
These outcomes are not prioritised
by private-led regeneration initiatives.
■ Gerard Doyle has over 16 years
experience working in community
development and social enterprise development in a wide range of settings.

The return of the stiff upper lip

N

ORMALLY, British
politics is a ferocious
sport. Its parliamentary
debates are often pugilistic and
personal. The British media have
been described as “feral” (a word
used by Tony Blair, among others).
But nothing has been normal in
Britain of late. For one thing, there
is the new coalition government —
a rarity unseen since the end of
World War II. Then, there are the
reactions to the new government,
which have been marked by a
temperateness of tone that is highly
unusual — and all the more
surprising, given that David
Cameron, the new prime minister,
has not exactly been the bearer of
good news.
Cameron’s central proposition is
that Britain is in a state of “crisis,”
and that getting through it will
require fortitude and patience. In a
major speech, he warned that there
is “pain” ahead, and that it will be
felt by everyone, as severe spending
cuts will be required to bring down
Britain’s massive fiscal deficit.
Ordinarily, such pronouncements
would provoke outcries of dismay,
and of real or pretended
indignation. And, of course, there
have been demurrals and criticisms.
But, aside from former Labour
ministers, protesting bitterly at
being blamed for the state of the
economy, the response has been
remarkably civil and thoughtful.
What has happened?
Perhaps an alliance between
Conservatives and Liberals — the
two parties ostensibly farthest apart
in their views — confounded
everyone out of their certainties.
This in itself may be no bad thing.
But the “absence of war,” as the
British playwright David Hare once
called it, suggests that Britain’s
political tectonic plates have shifted.

Time to
right the
wrongs
of the
past

The coalition faces
tough decisions but
the British still love a
crisis — and being told
that they are in the
middle of one has
played very well, writes
Eva Hoffman
For one thing, the coalition
exposes an undercurrent in British
political life that has coexisted
almost furtively with heated
rhetoric: convergence among the
main parties towards a kind of
centrist synthesis on most of the big
issues.
In a sense, the
Conservative-Liberal coalition
represents a culmination of this
trend. The policies and positions
articulated by the new government
suggest not so much the once
vaunted Third Way (a slogan for the
age of prosperity) as a carefully
calibrated Middle Way. It is clear,
for example, that the sacred cows of
public services and social benefits —
among the most extensive in the
world — will not be untouched.
Both will be subject to cuts.
In addition, Cameron is proposing
other reforms, such as requiring
people, after several years of
unemployment, to accept a job
offer, even if it is not the applicant’s
preference. This may help break the
demoralising cycle of

unemployment and alienation. But,
to be clear, no one is thinking of
eliminating basic services, or
dismantling the social safety net.
There will also be new restraints
on immigration. These come,
however, after a vast influx of legal
and illegal immigrants. But no one
is suggesting that Britain should
become a mono-cultural country
again.
At the other end of the economic
spectrum, banking practices will —
one hopes — be better regulated,
following a prolonged period of
stunning financial irresponsibility.
Clearly, however, nationalisation, or
a state-managed economy, is not in
the cards.
For all the discomforts that may
lie ahead, Britain is not about to
enter an age of brutal austerity.
Instead, what the coalition seems to
be proposing is a sort of correction,
a retrenchment from various
excesses and dysfunctions to
something more restrained and
disciplined. And it seems that this
agenda has captured a deep, if
mostly unspoken vein of popular
feeling, a consensus that something
has been amiss in “broken Britain,”
and that something needs to be
done about it.
Now that the problem has been
articulated, one can sense not only
general agreement, but almost
palpable relief. Perhaps the age of
irresponsibility is over; perhaps we
no longer have to shop until we
drop; perhaps the compact between
the individual and the government,
in which both are understood to
have obligations as well as rights,
can be restored; perhaps the state
will cease to treat its citizens like
maladjusted adolescents, of whom
nothing much can be demanded and
to whom everything is permitted.
Instead of polemical mudslinging,

David Cameron: Has warned the public to expect ‘pain’ ahead in order to bring
down the country’s massive fiscal deficit.
Picture: Lewis Whyld/PA Wire
words like “realism,” “necessity,”
and “practicality” have again
entered the public domain. The
ubiquitous sense of entitlement,
accompanied by automatic
scepticism about all things political,
seems to have been replaced by a
recognition that some problems are
not susceptible to simple left-right
explanations or solutions; that the
government is neither omnipotent
nor always ill-intentioned; and that
there are limits to the prosperity
that politics can provide.
The tone of stern warning has
recently been adopted by other
European leaders. But the coalition
has one thing going for it: the Brits
still love a crisis – and being told
that they are in the middle of one
has played very well. There is a
challenge to meet, a reason to pull
together.
It is difficult to know how long
this sentiment of solidarity will last.

Politics abhors equilibrium as much
as nature abhors a vacuum; and
undoubtedly, tensions within the
coalition, as well as outside it, will
surface. Still, possibly the British
mood portends a wider change of
climate for Western liberal
democracies, and the onset of a
new, less indulgent era.
For now, the British upper lip
seems to have regained some of its
stiffness. One hopes that this will
last long enough for British society
to regain its stability and its
much-needed vigour.
■ Eva Hoffman is the author of
seven books, including Lost in
Translation and Time. She has
written and lectured internationally
on contemporary politics and
culture, as well as exile, memory,
and eastern European history.
Copyright: Project Syndicate,
2010.
www.project-syndicate.org

HE Health Amendment Bill
2010 is the ultimate
admission of gross
negligence by this Government
when it comes to the protection of
vulnerable children in care.
The bill, in so far as it tries to
address some of the most obvious
failings, is welcome.
It is, however, a recognition of the
reality of the ludicrous position in
which the Government put itself
and Dáil Éireann when the
legislation was enacted to create the
HSE.
The Government essentially
removed all concept of
parliamentary accountability for the
running of the health services and
tried to immunise ministers from
ever being held accountable to the
House for anything that went
wrong.
This rushed Health Amendment
Bill does seek to impose certain
obligations on the HSE. According
to the bill, the HSE shall:
(a) monitor and keep under
review occurrences and
developments concerning matters
relating to its object and functions,
and;
(b) without delay, furnish the
minister with information regarding
(c) any such occurrence or
development that, in the opinion of
the executive, the minister is likely
to consider significant for the
performance of his or her functions.
The first thing one is prompted to
remark upon is the very fact that
five years after it was set up the
Government has to introduce new
legislation to compel the HSE to
execute these very basic functions.
A stunning insight in to the nature
of the relationship between the HSE
and the Government.
It is clear, and rightly so given its
track record, that the minister does
not trust the HSE to keep her
informed. On her behalf and on
behalf of all of the ministers of state,
she will now have to detail in
writing the class of occurrences or
developments of public interest
about which she must be kept
informed.
However, as it stands under the
legislation, there does not seem to
be an obligation to publish the
information. Are we destined to
head down another cul de sac
where transparency is ditched as
officials hide behind self serving
legislation?
The bill states the HSE must
furnish information to the minister
“without delay”. What does this
mean? What timeframe constitutes
“without delay”? In HSE speak, it
could mean five years based on the
length of time it has taken to fulfil
other functions following ministerial
requests.
Crucially, there is no remit within
the legislation to allow the review
group interview or talk to relevant
HSE staff members. This means the
group’s work will, essentially, be a
paper exercise. That is a major gap
in this legislation.
In addition, the review group was
originally configured to review the
deaths in care of 23 children. As
things now stand it will have to
review 188 cases, with no indication
of how the two-person group will
be able to cope with such a
workload.
Remember the lunacy of the
Monageer report, with seven
recommendations and whole
sections blanked out.
In the report into the death of
Tracey Fay, one can contrast the
document laid before the House by
Fine Gael and the edited,
unsatisfactory document the HSE
published. In no circumstances can
it be suggested there is public
accountability adequate to address
what is needed to be addressed.
This is an important bill and we
need to get it right. For too long
the rights of vulnerable children
have been sacrificed on the altar of
bureaucratic expediency. A new bill
that leaves so many gaps, doubts
and gray areas on such a sensitive
issue is not good enough.
In six, or 12 or 18 months time
we will be back here again. Facing
the same challenges, blockages and
barriers that have served to protect
those who should be exposed and
abandoned those that most deserve
our concern and care.

